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Abstract
“Insecurities: Tracing Displacement and Migration,” the title of both my thesis work and
thesis book, calls attention to displacement and forced migration as a disruption in the continuity
of place, relationships, identity, memory, and time. Through a collection of textiles, I try to capture
the psychological, social, and physical effects of forced migration and communicate the impact of
political violence on identity and coexistence.
In this book, I position myself within the context of how the current Indian government is
attempting to rewrite the nation’s history and distort India’s pluralistic story. I tell a personal
narrative of displacement in harrowing tales of loss, alienation, and the search for and
reaffirmation of identity, home, and belongingness in a beleaguered nation that seems to have
lost its way. The essays in this book traverse a range of subjects from alienation to migration of
my family that open the scars of citizenship, home, and belongingness from India’s partition into
Hindustan (current India) and Pakistan to the present day.
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Still from video, The speech that marked the birth of a country, CNN, https://www.cnn.com/videos/world/2017/08/08/india-speech-1947-jawaharlal-nehru-orig.cnn.

Foreword
At the time of India’s independence, in 1947, the first prime minister, Jawahar Lal
Nehru, and the other founders of the republic envisioned the nation as an “ancient palimpsest,”
something upon which much has been inscribed without erasing anything that had been there
before.1 After independence, the partition into India and Pakistan quickly followed, driven by the
demand for two states on the basis of religious difference. Nonetheless, and despite a large Hindu
majority, India remained committed to the recognition of cultural diversity and the possibility of
pluralism. India’s adoption of a pluralistic approach to sustain its diversity was not inevitable. As
summarized by Rajpai, several factors made this possible, “The existence of historical antecedents
that supported a pluralistic choice at the time of nation building was one factor. Long before India
existed as a modern state, various forms of state power in the subcontinent, including empires
and regional kingdoms, favoured the accommodation of societal diversity. Both indigenous and
foreign rulers [Britishers] largely respected the internal rules and practices of social groups.”
Rajpai continues to explain how “Indian nationalisms that emerged in the late nineteenth century
in response to British colonialism reflected these antecedents. Secular nationalism equated
nationality with inclusive citizenship. . . . Leaders of the Indian National Congress, such as
Gandhi and Nehru, emphasized that cultural diversity was India’s distinguishing civilizational
trait, declaring it to be a source of strength rather than a weakness. Their vision of pluralism
became central to Indian nationalism.” 2 “Thus Indianness came to be defined not as a singular or
exhaustive identity but as embodying the idea of layered Indianness, an accretion of identities.” 3

1. Jawaharlal, Nehru. 1946. The Discovery of India. New York, NY: John Day; UK: Meridian Books.
2. For a thorough description of these pluralist values, see: Bajpai, Rochana. 2017.“Why Did India Choose Pluralism?”
Global Centre for Pluralism, (April): 1-2. https://www.pluralism.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/India_Case_Note_
ENG.pdf.
3. Ansari, Hamid. 2017. “Why Pluralism and Secularism Are Essential for Our Democracy.” The Wire, August 7, 2017.
https://thewire.in/politics/hamid-ansari-pluralism-secularism-democracy/.
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Sanchit Khanna, Protests broke out after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu-nationalist government passed the Citizenship Amendment Act, the latest effort to
marginalize India’s Muslims, December 18, 2019, photograph, New Yorker, https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/indias-citizenship-emergency.

Introduction of Citizenship Amendment Act
On 11 December 2019, a meeting of Lok Saha (House of the People), Rajya Sabha (Council
of States), and the president of India, Narendra Modi, was arranged at the Parliament House.
The agenda was different from the usual; there was no talk of rising unemployment, none of
environmental degradation, or gender inequality. Instead, the upper leadership had gathered
to discuss the ratification of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), an act that symbolized the
first instance that religion has been overtly used as a criterion for citizenship under Indian Law.
Contrary to the word “secular” in the preamble to the Indian constitution, CAA violated the right to
equality in India’s constitution.

The next day the front pages of newspapers in the country carried the news of the
development, and the law quickly passed that very same day. Triggered by the passage of the
Citizenship Amendment Act, protests erupted throughout the country and endured for months on
end. Communities came together as hundreds of thousands of protesters voiced their rejection of
the anti-Muslim policies.

The live updates from mainstream newspaper Daily News and Analysis (DNA) can provide
us with a glimpse into the ground reality of these protests as they progressed throughout India. The
violent scenario, tensions, and government’s attempts to silence the voices of the citizens can be
observed in the following reports:4
15:52 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Seven metro stations in Delhi are currently closed: Chawri Bazar, Lal Quila, Jama Masjid, Delhi Gate, Jaffrabad,
Maujpur-Babarpur, Jamia Millia Islamia
Protestors carried placards of nationalist leaders like Mahatma Gandhi and BR Ambedkar and were involved in
intense sloganeering. “Tanashahi Nahi Chalega”, and “Azadi” slogans5 were used by the protestors to voice their
dissent against the newly enacted law.

4.Live Updates of Protests against the Citizenship Amendment Act across India by Daily News and Analysis (DNA).

Saha, Arijit. 2019. “Anti-CAA Protests: People gather at Delhi Police HQs to protest against cops.” DNA(India),
December 21, 2019. https://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-anti-caa-protests-people-gather-at-delhi-police-hqs-toprotest-against-cops-2806165
5.Tanashahi Nahi Chalega translates to, “Dictatorship will not work,” Azadi translates to “Freedom.”
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15:53 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Of the 285 stations, Chawri Bazar, Lal Quila, Jama Masjid & Delhi Gate on violet line, Jafrabad & MaujpurBabarpur on pink line and Jamia Millia Islamia on magenta line are closed as per instructions of security
agencies. Rest of the metro network is operating as per schedule: DMRC.
15:54 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Protests are being held across various districts in UP where Section 144 is currently in force. The agitation has
turned violence in various places including in Gorakhpur, Ghaziabad, Firozabad and Bulandshahr.
15:56 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Assam government: Curfew relaxed for 16 hrs tomorrow from 6 AM to 10 PM in Dibrugarh district. Restriction
imposed on all country spirit shops and other establishments retailing liquor has also been relaxed. Sale of
liquor will be allowed only from 12 noon to 4 pm.
16:04 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Allahabad High Court has sought response from the Centre & state govt on closure of internet services in the
state, as it is affecting the court proceedings.
18:08 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
VP Surya, DCP Northeast zone, Delhi: Protesters in large numbers had gathered in areas around Seelampur
flyover and Loha Pul today evening. Protest was peaceful,& the current situation is under control. Section 144 is
imposed in the area; Visuals of protest from Jafrabad in Delhi.
18:27 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Protest continues outside Delhi’s Jama Masjid, Delhi against Citizenship Amendment Act.
18:29 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
People hold demonstrations at Central Park in Connaught Place, Delhi in support of the Citizenship Amendment
Act.

18:30 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Heavy security deployed in Daryaganj district area in Delhi due to the ongoing protest.
19:46 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Uttar Pradesh government’s Additional Chief Secretary, Awanish Kumar Awasthi: 5 people died today in the
violence during protests against Citizenship Amendment Act, across the state.
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19:59 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
District Magistrate of Ghaziabad: Internet services to remain suspended till 10 am tomorrow. All schools stay
closed.
21:48 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Madhya Pradesh: Mobile internet services to remain suspended till 6 pm tomorrow (21st December) in Jabalpur.
21:52 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Madhya Pradesh: Section 144 imposed in 50 districts (total districts 52) of the state. Curfew imposed in four
police station limits in Jabalpur.
21:53 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Gujarat government has imposed Section 144 (prohibits assembly of more than 4 people in an area) in Rajkot till
1 January, 2020.
21:54 IST Friday, 20 December 2019
Dr Kishore Singh, Medical Superintendent, Lok Nayak Hospital, Delhi Gate to ANI: 36 injured protesters have
come for treatment. One protester has got his leg injured, and would be shifted in ward.

The government responded to the anti-CAA protests by invoking Section 144, a law that
prevents public assembly and resulted in the detainment and arrests of thousands of protesters
across the country, marking the beginning of an ongoing battle between the protestors and the
government.

It took months, however, to absorb the full implications of this new law. In February 2020
The Conversation, an international news source, published an unambiguous outline of inclusion
and exclusion based solely on religion:

The CAA, passed by India’s parliament in December 2019, means that “illegal migrants” of Hindu,
Sikh, Jain, Buddhists, Parsi or Christian faith from Afghanistan, Pakistan or Bangladesh who escaped
persecution and arrived in India before 2014 can be fast-tracked to citizenship. But not if they are
Muslim. Accompanying this is the adoption of the NRC, an attempt to draw up a register of Indian
citizens. For those who can’t prove their citizenship through documentary evidence, it can lead to the
loss of citizenship. . . . Together, the CAA and NRC mean that Muslims, and others who cannot provide
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A protestor participates in a demonstration ‘Delhi Chalo’ against Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) , National Register of Citizens (NRC) and National Population Register (NPR) at Jantar Mantar in New Delhi, Tuesday, March 3, 2020. Photograph, The New Indian Express, https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2020/
mar/04/unhchr-plea-may-leave-india-embarrassed-on-global-platforms-2111859.html.

the required documents, will be left with no recourse to citizenship, unlike those of other faiths.6

CAA is exceedingly concerning, and far from the only example of xenophobic policy
challenging Muslim safety and citizenship—The systematic erasure of Mughal heritage7 and
history from high school textbooks and curriculum, the renaming of places with Hindu names,
(towns, streets, airports, and railway stations with Muslim names are seen as a reminder of
India’s Muslim past) demonstrate systematic destruction of an Indian Muslim history. Muslims
contributed greatly to local culture when they settled in India, as one can observe through the
harmony of Ganga Jamni tehzeeb, a culture that fuses elements from both Hindu and Muslim
heritage. This history of communal peace is disregarded as a divisive narrative that refers to
Hindus as a collective “we,” and Muslims as the “other, outsiders, and the colonizers” built up by
the contemporary Indian government. By treating Indian Muslim history as a national threat to
a unified India, and implementing unconstitutional acts that jeopardize citizenship, the Indian
government has betrayed its Muslim compatriots, abandoned India’s ideals and strength as a
pluralist country, and shaken the very essence of the word heritage.

I have observed the heterogeneity of cultures in India. People, festivals, textiles, religions,
food, musical styles, and more compose the vast diversity of Indian culture. The idea of building an
India based on anything less than this multiplicity, neglecting all these things and essentializing
all of these dynamics into a binary of Hindu-Muslim is a dangerous and reductive action. Even
within these two cultures there are a multitude of traditions and differences. In a pluralistic
country the identities of Muslim and Indian exist concurrently, not in opposition.

6. Roy, Suryapratim and Rahul Sambaraju. 2020. “Indian citizenship has now been reduced to ‘us’ versus ‘them.’” The
Conversation: Academic rigor, journalistic flair, February 27, 2020. https://theconversation.com/indian-citizenshiphas-now-been-reduced-to-us-versus-them-130422.
7. Mughal dynasty, Mughal also spelled Mogul, Persian Mughūl (“Mongol”), Muslim dynasty of Turkic-Mongol origin
that ruled most of northern India from the early 16th to the mid-18th century.
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Ahmer Khan, Indian police officials remove a burning barricade on a street in Guwahati. Protestors were dispersed with tear gas and stun guns, Dec 12, 2019, photograph, The Intercept, https://theintercept.com/2020/01/30/india-citizenship-act-caa-nrc-assam/.

Reality Hits Hard
By February, the protests against CAA had grown in number and severity. The cries of
the protest reached all the way from India to me, in the USA, where I was studying when this act
threatened the safety of my family members. It was February 2020, on a Tuesday. Even today I
remember the chills that I felt that day. Trying to seize the day like any other busy day at RISD, I
was on my way to The Color Lab for one of my classes, totally ignoring the warmth of the sunny
day and the beautiful surroundings around me. Right outside the RISD Museum in front of the
Metcalf building at 1PM my phone started buzzing. My inbox was getting bombarded with text
messages, continuously, one after the other. Walking towards the RISD store I checked my phone
to take a peek at all the commotion going on inside my phone before the class. It was a chain of
texts in a Whatsapp group from my college friends in Delhi asking about the safety of my family.
Every single one of them said, “Is your family safe? Is your sister safe?” Unaware of the situation
in Delhi, I asked one of my friends what happened and the reply sent a chill down my spine that
paralyzed my body. It said, “Delhi is burning, the whole city is a battleground.” Reading the text
I immediately started calling my sister. Unable to reach her by phone and concerned about her
safety, I started texting about her whereabouts and her safety but didn’t get any reply.
Time froze around me and a weird paranoia took over my body. The present reality ceased
to exist and I was transported through a portal to one of my unpleasant memories —the memory
of my father narrating the story of how our house was burned in 1987 with my family inside during
the Hashimpura massacre (Communal Riot) in Meerut. “A dark time when every house in Meerut [a
city within close proximity of Delhi, where most of my family lives] had a story to narrate and every
individual was some or the other way a victim of the massacre—the women lost their husbands and
children, the children lost their fathers, and fathers lost their kids.”8 Even though my family was
able to escape in the nick of time, our house was lost.
Inspired by the sudden transformation of feeling from securtiy to fragility that I felt at
that moment and my family might have felt when we lost our home I created a textile piece in my
collection. Creating a form that is contracting, expanding and breaking, this piece represents the
state of flux between security and fragility you feel when your home doesn’t feel safe anymore.
8. A Ashraf. 2018. “ The Hashimpura massacre: A short oral history, told by survivors.” Firstpost, October 31, 2018.

https://www.firstpost.com/long-reads/hashimpura-massacre-a-short-oral-history-told-by-survivors-3489933.html
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Identity Crisis
“I have been here for almost 1,400 years. Yet I am the other.”9

A Muslim and his ancestors could have lived in India for 1,400 years, made it their home,
participated actively in the freedom struggle, faced imprisonment and torments for fighting the
British, invented pro-independence slogans such as Quit India, and helped to design the national
flag, but still be considered the Other. At present, the narrative of Us vs. the Other is at work in
India, where hating, torturing , and even killing the other is the new normal. Being a Muslim
(though I do not consider myself a practicing Muslim) in India has never been easy.

I remember being a child in school back in 2005; I was a big cricket fan like most kids I
knew and cheered for the Indian cricket team in every match of the season. Cricket is a sport that
brings everybody together. I often watched cricket with my cousins, and it was a huge family event.
Whenever an Indian player hit a boundary or a six, we would clap together, filling the house with
screaming and cheering. I can remember the liveliness and the energy in the house with echoes of
clapping all around me. Taking even a quick break from the match to grab water from the kitchen
felt risky. Everybody would start clapping, and I would run back to the room to see what I missed
and yell “Kya Hua?!!” worried that a critical play had taken place while I was gone. When my team
was doing well, I often found myself jumping up and down from excitement.

One match stands out to me, though it was not an isolated incident. Despite an outstanding
performance, Pakistan lost the series against India. Next day in school, I was confronted by one
of my schoolmates during lunchtime, inquiring if I had been mourning the Indian team’s victory.
When this happened, I was stunned. I could not speak up for myself because no matter what I
said, it would not change his opinion of me, as it was based on my religious beliefs. The same
incident resurfaced in my life a few years later during college at Shri Ram College of Commerce,
Delhi University. This time Pakistani team defeated Indian team at the last moment. Again, I was
9. Ziya Us Salam. 2018. Of Saffron Flags and Skull Caps : Hindutva, Muslim Identity and the Idea of India. New Delhi,
Sage Publications
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Farooq Khan, A Muslim Kashmiri man feeds his child near a police barricade in Srinagar, Kashmir. The Indian government has ordered a strict curfew on the anniversary of removing Kashmir’s special status, 4 August, 2020, photograph, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/05/our-identity-has-beenrobbed-life-in-kashmir-after-a-year-of-crisis

confronted by a classmate the next day, asking me if I had been celebrating. “Toonee to kal laddu
paide baatein honge” (“You must have distributed sweets yesterday”), he mocked. Again, I said
nothing. I could not win anyway. If the Indian cricket team lost, I lost. If they won, I still lost.

Indian author Ziya Us Salam describes these feelings compellingly in his book “Of Saffron
Flags and Skull Caps: Hindutva, Muslim Identity and the Idea of India” (2018)”. He discloses
similar incidents surrounding cricket matches occurring multiple times in his life which I am sure
is a familiar experience for a lot of muslims in India. Reading the book recalled these memories for
me. Why is it that in any controversy or a cricket match between India and Pakistan, I am obligated
to prove my patriotism ? Why can’t I live my life peacefully, without someone doubting where my
allegiance lies ? Why can’t I, for once, appreciate a cricket match for the excitement it provides,
cheering a good delivery or bad performance without the fear of being labeled as a traitor ? Why
can’t I live my life like a caterpillar that transforms into a butterfly and yet retains its identity ?
Why can’t I just be Indian ?
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Home in Flux
Due to my family’s history of migration, belonging is not specific to a single place for me.
Belonging is always transient; it is dispersed and is woven with dislocation. The disseminated
nature of belonging is not unlike weaving. It, too, involves a thread that travels and continues its
journey throughout the fabric. Sometimes it’s broken and rejoined, but it resumes its journey.
People who migrate, like threads, are engaged in a perpetual temporary crossing of places, yet in
my observation, always find a way back to belonging.The threads of my memories weave through
three different cities I lived in throughout my childhood.

DELHI:

Delhi, known as the “City of Cities” for having been merged among several smaller cities
in 1931, brings together in its fold modern and ancient ways of life coexisting in a harmonic
melting pot. Delhi is an experience of sensory extremes. Where else do smog and dust distort the
setting sun in such interesting ways? Walk outside and listen for a moment. Do you hear birdsong,
horn blasts, the call to prayer all at the same time? It’s fantastic food scene, the lush parks, the
breathtaking architecture, the blend of cultures, its long and fascinating history. Delhi is more
than a place for me; in fact, it’s unlike anywhere else on earth. Amidst the beauty are plenty of
challenges. The chaotic streets, the unruly traffic and polluted air, the aggressive inhabitants and
their hurried life, and the obnoxious tolerance of this incredible overload—all of these qualities
constitute an integral part of this phenomenal city. In beauty resides horror and vice versa.
There are three main parts of Delhi, each distinct in flavor:
Old Delhi was once the magnificent walled city of Shahjahanabad in the 17th century. This
area still gives a glimpse of the lifestyle and architecture of the olden days. It is all about culture
shock, with so many sights and sounds and smells that are hard to absorb at once. Visiting it is
always a unique experience for me, allowing my senses to be attacked from all directions as I
dodge different vehicles including bullock carts, rickshaws, and crowds of people, wandering down
narrow alleyways, avoiding cows, goats, and dogs, smelling incense and street food.
New Delhi, established by the British, reflects the legacy of colonialism left behind when
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the East India Company decided to build a new capital in India in 1911. Here, it’s all about the
gleaming and fancy buildings, government structures, and the shopping malls. All of these convey
a sense of order imposed onto life by those who never understood the culture really well.
To the south lies South Delhi, an upmarket residential neighborhood that’s serene,
peaceful, and greener than the rest of the city, underscoring a dream that is out of reach for all but
the most elite class of society. While full of really good restaurants and places to socialize, this
area is pretty chilled-out, with little hassle or noise. It’s a good spot for leisure walks, wandering
around the parks, checking out local cafes, and watching movies with friends in luxurious PVR
cinemas with comfortable recliner chairs, blankets, pillows, and waiters to bring meals to your seat.
As a child, I spent several years living on the edge of South Delhi in Sukhdev Vihar, in a
house that has been in our family for generations, and that I call Home.
The structure was designed and built as housing for East India Company employees.
Rather “universal” in its presentation, the structure acts as a blank slate in the history of Indian
architecture, representing the post-colonial shift to International Style called modernity (which,
again, didn’t have any context in India). No matter the style, it’s still a home for me. The entryway
greets me with a pile of shoes along with a worn rug. I can hear the steady hum of laundry
machines running as I slip my shoes off before continuing to the true comforts within. The kitchen
acts as a gathering place not just for family but for friends as well. An expansive desk in the living
room has acted as a desk for homework and studying for years, yet also serves the best appetizers
and meals to guests. The kitchen is home to my Mama’s secret recipes and the 13-year-old oven
that has baked my favorite dishes each year. The TV has been there throughout my progression
from animations, to Bollywood movies, to documentaries as I grew older. The fuzzy blankets, neatly
folded in a basket, are ready to be picked up for their daily use. The walls throughout are scuffed,
and the paint has become chipped, but they are the traces of the life lived within. The wear and tear
proves our blessing as an active family. My home, a vestige of colonialism, proves that nothing dies
in Delhi. The presence of today’s lives persist, and the ghosts of past lives roam the streets or bide
their time in half-ruined buildings, and they rise to speak in a thousand stories that are still told
about the city every day, on every corner, in every home.
Photo Credits right to left: Travel Series, Shraddha Gosavi / TripSavvy, Marco Argüello / Culture Trip.
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MEERUT:
Marked by the first rebellion of independence in 1857 against the British East India
Company, Meerut is a suburban city located in the western part of the Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh. As I step into Meerut, the city instantly fascinates me with the air of nostalgia that
envelops it. Moving along the distinct sights of ancient archeological ruins, magnificent
monuments, vast stretches of farmlands, small manufacturing units, this city takes shape amid
whispers of mythological tales and the clamor of a budding commercial hub.
Driving down the pot-hole-filled street near an old bus stand, there is a small white house
with a brown door; for some, it’s just a house made with bricks and wood. For me, it’s a place
built with memories. Walking into the house immediately marks the arrival in the living room.
For others, it may only look like a couple of couches and a TV, but I see much more. I see how
the sofa is awkwardly shifted out of place to hide broken tile. Large, airy rooms with high beds
and spartan furniture arranged around a central courtyard, where I spent most of my childhood
playing with imaginary toys. Old-fashioned light switches whose chrome has been scrubbed away
over time. I see the neem tree (Azadirachta indica) in the courtyard that’s no longer there anymore,
recalling the memories of tumbling off that tree when I was nine, resulting in a broken arm and an
abundance of tears. A pile of muddy shoes by the door looks like it survived a swamp, and two pairs
of tired soccer shoes reveal holes in the toes. I remember lining up next to my older sister as we
waited for our heights to be measured, marked, and recorded along with the wooden post. Where
people see a small white house, I see all the best and the worst times flashing in front of my eyes.
Home is not limited to a place for me, it is the ability to look at a space and recollect the associated
memories. For others, the small white house with the brown door looks like some old building. To
me, it is the place where I learned to live. It is the place where I figured out who I am today.
HAPUR:
Hapur, a countryside village located 20 miles from Meerut, holds a special place in my
heart. My grandmother’s house is located in this village. Entering into the city, memories and the
smell of my grandmother’s korma starts to make me hungry.
Hapur, or Panscheel Nagar, was gifted by the Indian ruler Daulat Scindia to a French
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Photo Credits: Shadan Ansari 2019

general, Pierre Cuillier Perron, in the 18th century. Delving deeper to Nani’s neighborhood, we
find traces of the past in a neighborhood trying hard to retain its identity in this post-colonial rule.
Here, modernity shifts into a rustic ruin. Huge buildings, wind pavilions, and high parapet walls
create an uneven skyline. Layer upon layer of textures covers the immense structures, their strong
walls withstanding the age of time, harboring untold stories of past generations, of a culture from
the days when objects were designed to last. The materials hold true to the buildings’ roots. They
value the stories they tell.
Heading north we can see a bullock-drawn cart standing patiently next to the latest
imported car. The past and the present coexist on this street. One house, like all the other houses
fairly old, has an especially warm feeling to it. Its massive architectural dome emphasizes the
oneness of God. The minimalist floral symbols overlaid at the top reinforce the communication of
a time when one can’t understand or doesn’t want to understand or exist. Despite its strength, it is
being engulfed by commercialization, as the external baithak—connected common spaces—have
been rented out to local businesses.
Wire networks wrap around the house like a spider web, transforming it and strangling it as
it becomes something new. The wooden door, lined with metal knobs and carvings, remains strong,
guarding the house for generations. The rustic battle scars on the doors show their painstaking
journey of facing nature’s elements to fortify the home. Above and on either side of the doorway
are tiny, empty stages for oil lamps, which long ago took their final bow—abandoning the form of
shelter to stand alone without the function of luminescence.
A step inside the door leads into darkness; only the silhouette of another arch is in sight.
It’s bisected by rays of light coming from two different light sources, running along the ground
and dividing the space into two paths. Unaware of the history of the division, the visitor faces the
dilemma of choosing one. The gradual shift between outside and inside is marked by the change
in the space interacting with light values. Journeying inside, the visitor is absorbed into a transitory
thematic quality. It is adopted into the home’s history itself—portraying the extremes coexisting
in the same place, like yin and yang, with one being experienced only due to the other’s presence
and vice versa. The presence of darkness can be felt by the absence of light, and the presence of
light can be felt by the presence of darkness. Choosing the right path, one moves along gradually,
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the seductive unfolding of space feeding a sense of curiosity until the darkness is engulfed by the
sunlight and a clear sky, which at last marks the arrival in a courtyard.
Bathed in sunlight, the courtyard brings the occupants into daily contact with nature
and the supernatural. The courtyard is a window into nature, its open sky area offering sunlight,
ventilation, connection, and privacy. Blurring the boundaries of inside and outside, the courtyard
reinforces the connection with the passage of time and season changes. The sun’s movement from
dawn to dusk speaks to daylight’s role in instigating the rhythm of life: getting up and going to bed,
setting up work, and rest schedules. The sun’s angles are carefully considered when deciding the
size, shape, and orientation of windows and architectural forms.
The courtyard is multifunctional: it is sometimes the family’s communication center or a
small piece of nature, a home for plants. It is also an extension of the kitchen for activities like
chopping, drying, and cleaning. On days with fair weather, even the cooking would take place in
the courtyard. However, the confusion of an identity crisis lurks in this courtyard—combining
different materials and the new structure and material taking over the old. The web of electricity
wire crawls into the courtyard, reaching inside the house, transforming it, and adapting this piece
of old architecture to fit the modern world despite its shortcomings.
Beyond the courtyard is the kitchen, full of pots and utensils, which communicate through
their design and material the glory of a culture where things were built to last and could be recycled
to emerge as new. By contrast, the plastic bottle replacing the oil lamp opposes these old traditions.
The decaying texture on the wall tells the story of the labor and sweat of generations of people
cooking here.
On the left side of the courtyard is the hall used to store household items. Here, the beauty
of time and ephemerality are revealed in the decaying tools and furniture. On the right lies a
room whose textiles, layout, and furniture have been changed many times, as it harbored different
generations of the same family. An indent built in the wall still holds traces of the past, no matter
how much its function changes. This space was built for an oil lamp, for objects and treasures of
the household. However, the objects sitting on it now do not fit organically into the indent. The
ceiling, constructed from beams of wood, is another relic of the past. One of the wires from the web
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has crept into the room; the blades of an electric fan spin on the ceiling, while a traditional woven
fan lies idle in the corner of the room. Another relic from the past can be seen on the door. The
locking mechanism still holds its ground, protecting the family, but is something of a teaser for the
modern takeover.
The stairs to the second floor of the building switch direction like the tail of a whale
flipping its body, leading to an open area with a clear sky. The whole space is built like a labyrinth
that blurs the boundaries between indoors and out. Negative spaces built into the wall act as tiny
windows to the past, narrating the story of a culture in which women stayed behind the veil. These
tiny windows allowed women to look through the walls to interact with the world. Even though this
house is really old and antiquated it still holds fond memories of childhood. 10
For me, home is a place where I feel comfortable, it is not tied to a geographical location. It
can be a person as well. I like to envision that my home is built with memories of bricks belonging
to all the different places I have lived. Home is when I think of Eid spent with all our extended
family members in Meerut. Home is my mom dressing my sister and me for nikah parties when I
was little. Home is my old street in Meerut, where I used to play hide and seek with neighborhood
friends. Home is drinking hot milk from Kulhar (a traditional handle-less clay cup from India
and Pakistan that is typically unpainted and unglazed and meant to be disposable) with its earthy
aroma in Hapur. It’s the smell of my grandmother’s korma (a dish originating in India consisting
of meat braised with yogurt, water and spices to produce a thick gravy) invading the house and
making me hungry. Home is all those weekends spent in the clubs partying with my friends in
Delhi or the houses made from the cones of yarn me and my sister built every time we visited the
family mill in Meerut. Home is commuting through the metro and complaining about traffic in
Delhi. Home is playing vyapari (Indian version of Monopoly) with my cousins. Home is all those
Ramadan iftars I spent with my family at our home in Meerut. Home isn’t just one place.

However there is also another side of the story of leaving a place behind. Migration always
involves a sense of loss. Driven by the future in mind, the journey of migration inevitably involves
10. This excerpt (Hapur) is from an article that I wrote for v.1.

Abid, Hammad. 2020. Coerced-Harmony-A-Tour. Providence, RI: volume 1. https://volume-1.org/Coerced-Harmony-ATour.
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deprivation of the past and leaving your roots behind.. And whenever my family moved they left
part of themselves behind.

Thinking back to my childhood memories, I can recall my dad telling me about all the
houses and places that he spent his life in. Trying to piece together fuzzy and disjointed memories
from different places which would not fit together, he would point out the specific characteristics
of each house he lived in while trying to remember more details. Inspired by this memory I tried to
create a jacquard piece in my collection.
Different memories of home from different periods don’t fit together if you put them
together. The continuity which bonds them together has disappeared, and gaps have been created
from the loss that cannot be filled.
How can cloth keep a memory of displacement and fill the gaps in some way? How is the
space of memories filled within those gaps?
Multiplicity might become what fills that gap. It is filled with multiple iterations, multiple
possibilities to find the correct one.
How do you show that loss/gaps in the weave itself? It is impossible to weave the spot that is
empty. Impossible to give it representation.
What would it mean for a jacquard machine which is following a certain logic to shift to
a different logic when weaving those gaps? Or what would it mean if it is unable to follow logic
and glitches differently each time due to the impossibility of weaving those gaps representing the
countless iterations that it is struggling with to find the right one.
For example, if it’s weaving one pattern and suddenly shifts to another pattern, that
dislocation or mismatch between the two, that moment … how many of those moments can I insert,
when that awkward transition becomes a weave itself?
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Vidhi Doshi, Nisar Mehdi, 70 years later, survivors recall the horrors of India-Pakistan partition, August 14, 2017, photograph, The Washington Post, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia-pacific/70-years-later-survivors-recall-the-horrors-of-india-pakistan-partition/2017/08/14/3b8c58e4-7de9-11e7-90264a0a64977c92_story.html.

Partition of Two Lands
“India’s partition based on religious identity in 1947 is the most dramatic instance of
postwar decolonization based on arbitrary redrawing of boundaries. The forced migration of an
estimated 14 million people and the murder of approximately two million innocent men, women,
and children devastated the subcontinental psyche. Painful memories of displacement and
the horrific killing left psychological scars that have not healed yet. These traumatic memories
continue to fuel hostile relations between India and Pakistan even today. The lasting impacts of
partition have only accentuated the problem of identity in Muslims. Although Pakistan was created
as a Muslim utopia, fewer Muslims live there than in India or Bangladesh. A defining moment in
history that is neither beginning nor end, the partition continues to influence how the peoples and
the states of postcolonial South Asia envisage their past, present, and future. It was an unfolding
drama that gave a glimpse into the best and worst in humankind.”11

Reading Sadath Hasan Manto’s documentation and reflection on the partition gave me a
glimpse into the journey and trauma that my family had to go through during the partition. The
stories of partition in my family are fragmented and every relative tells their own story. Collecting
all these stories and trying to piece them together is a manifestation of the process of discovering
who I am, my roots and identity. These stories recollected from my memories from different
periods of time throughout my childhood are a way to process that information.

Grandmother: I was 15 years old when the news of partition of India into Hindustan and
Pakistan stormed our lives. Pakistan was a country that we neither knew nor felt anything for, so
my family decided to migrate to Hindustan (India after partition). At that moment, we did not
see the price that we had to pay for that decision. I was among the lucky ones in my family who
survived to tell this story. I remember my father praying on janamaz (praying mat) before we left.
We boarded a train at a crowded station at night. I was holding the hand of my father really tight
as I was afraid of getting lost. We boarded the train and ate biryani that my mom packed for us.
Then somewhere, near the border, the train was stopped by a couple of men who started shooting
11. Ayesha Jalal. 2013. “The pity of partition: Manto’s life, times, and work across the India-Pakistan divide” New
Jersey, NW:Princeton University Press.
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everyone on the train. Dad and Mom held us in their arms trying to shield us with their bodies.
Everybody on the roof died. When we got to India, the authorities took us into a transit camp called
Kingsway Camp in Delhi. We lived in that camp for a while, but it got increasingly uncomfortable
as more and more people started coming in. Eventually, we decided to leave the center and
travelled to Meerut to find a job and our life.

Grandfather: I was 20 year old when all the madness started taking hold. Our family lived
within the boundaries of Hindustan (India) in Meerut at the time of partition. One morning I was
sleeping and my father came back to the house running. He woke me up along with the rest of
the family and asked us to start packing food and other essential items. He told us to leave all our
clothes behind, which was confusing for me back then. But now I understand the reason behind
that decision. Our clothes could have given away our identity/religious beliefs as they were Muslim.
We took refuge with one of our closest friends, Janak, who was Hindu. We lived in their house for
a month, pretending to be a part of their family. I have a lot of memories playing with their son,
eating food that was unfamiliar to me, going to temple and pretending to worship different idols,
eating prasad which was sweet. It was ironic that when some people were trying to kill each other
in the name of religion others were trying to protect for the same cause. After one month when
we went back to our colony where we lived, the whole place felt unfamiliar. There were a lot of
new faces, nobody I knew lived there anymore. Our house was occupied by a Hindu family and
ultimately we could not do anything about it.

Father: I was born in Meerut in 1964. We did not have much at that time so I, along with my
other 3 siblings, had to help my father run the looms for as long as I can remember. Even though
we were helping my father we were also enrolled in a government school. I remember all three of us
having only one pair of shoes between the three of us for school which we would take turns wearing
each day. The other two would go barefoot and face the inevitable punishment of not wearing a
proper uniform everyday. One thing that haunts me is hot ground in summer. That feeling of heat
under my feet still comes back to me sometimes.

Mother: I was born in 1966 and brought up in Hapur. Me and my family consisting of
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my mom, dad and four other siblings lived in a house that was 100 years old. We did not have
electricity. I used to help my father and would spin spindles all day, along with my other siblings
who would do the same.At home my mom used to talk to me in urdu and hindi. At school we were
not popular because of our usage of two languages. My sister and I were bilingual and used to talk
to each other in Urdu and Hindi. The teachers and other students didn’t like that.

I was born in 1995 in Meerut. Even though my parents and my grandparents struggled a lot,
I was born at a time when our family was financially stable. I never experienced the hardships that
my grandparents, mom, and dad had to go through. I only know the stories, images, and behaviors
that were transmitted to me. To grow up with the inherited memories of my family, influenced by
narratives that preceded my birth. I was indirectly shaped by these traumatic fragments of events,
all of which occured in the past, but their impact still continues into the present.

Inspired by the history of migration within my family I designed a jacquard fabric tracing
the path of the migration that my family followed captured within the memory of a landscape
with the passage of time. With texture, structure and materiality I tried to capture the essence of of
landscape between India -Pakistan border and how it transformed with the passage of time.
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Lost Heritage
Both my grandmother and my grandfather belonged to the Momin Ansari Community.
Located in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal, the Momin Ansari are a Muslim community
whose surname originated from the Ansar tribe in Saudi Arabia. Found throughout India their
occupation has been connected with textiles.

My dad would say we are “janamjati bunkars,” which means weaver by birth. My family
profession has always been textiles. Our weaving heritage is linked with India’s caste system, and
artistic skills are passed down through generations. The process of weaving becomes a way to
enforce our connection to our predecessors. My dad always tells me about a special technique of
textiles that was passed down in our family. Every person in the family at some point had to go
through the ritual of making a loom from a trunk of a tree and learn the special technique on the
loom they made. However with the passage of time and the continued history of displacement at
some point the tradition faded away. Our ancestors took great pride in their craftsmanship, and
regarded weaving as more than a profession, more as an honorable and central component of their
cultural identity. Over time, being a weaver evolved from a dignified way of life into a commercial
profession.

This phenomenon is reflected in my relationship to textiles that has changed over time.
Being from the Ansari community I inherited weaving skills from my father as part of my heritage.
However I grew up in Meerut, which is now an industrial textile hub of mass fabric production.
I have seen the dark side of textiles: people working in dangerous environments with unsafe
equipment. People dying fabrics without any protective equipment, weavers weaving in dingy
spaces without proper ventilation. I have observed how mass production interrupts heritage,
compromises authenticity, and threatens artisans’ well-being.

Since coming to RISD to do my masters my relationship to textiles has evolved. Initially,
I appreciated cloth for its commercial value and had preconceived notions of how fabric should
look. At RISD, textile items are considered to be more than a commodity, but are also recognized as
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objects of art. Throughout my work and education as a graduate student, my perception of textiles
shifted, as if I had found a portal to feel my ancestors’ relationship to textiles. I found that the kind
of ritualistic labor that goes into making a piece of fabric at RISD is the same kind that went into
making fabric in traditional times, which I hope to bring back in my life after RISD.

Figure1. Potrait of Momin Ansari. From Tashrih al-aqvam (an account of origins and occupations of
some of the sects, castes, and tribes of India) showing exquisite illustrations of life in India about 200
years ago comissioned by Anglo-Indian man, an adventurer, James Skinner, who commissioned Ghulam
Ali Khan for portraits of people doing various jobs, fulfilling various roles, in India.

55

Conclusion
Even though displacement and forced migration acts as a disruption in the continuity of
place, relationships, identity, memory, and time, I have been able to find my own way to reconnect
with my heritage, family and traditions, even in another country. My home is built with bricks
belonging to all the different places I’ve lived in and all the memories I cherish. My heritage is
alive for me and I view practices of weaving as a way of actively sustaining cultural identity and
history. I carry my identities and the tradition of my people in my creative practice each time I
come across a loom. The sound of beating with each pick brings us closer together, and builds up a
connection between me and my ancestors.

To disrupt the efforts of the current Indian government to erase such heritage through
political acts like NRC and CAA and continue this legacy I aspire to give back to the ansari
community. I am committed to extending opportunities and knowledge provided by the education
at RISD after going back to India.
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